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The Contributions of Organizational
Justice Theory to Combating
Discrimination
Dirk D. Steiner et Marilena Bertolino
1 Fairness or justice is one of our daily preoccupations in many aspects of life, including our
home- and work-lives. Questions of fairness are salient when decisions must be made,
particularly  regarding  limited  resources.  Thus,  when  decisions  are  made  regarding
allocating money or hiring people for jobs, both decision-makers and the people who are
affected  by  these  decisions  are  concerned  with  their  fairness.  Similarly,  decisions
regarding  policy  and  other  changes  in  organizational  functioning  also  incite  us  to
consider their fairness (Colquitt, Greenberg, & Zapata-Phelan, 2005; Steiner, 1999; Steiner
& Rolland, 2006).
2 Over the years, many perspectives have been used to comment on what is just. There are
legal points of view and philosophical points of view, to cite just two disciplines that have
devoted attention to justice. In social and organizational psychology, the focus is on the
perceptions  of  the  various  actors.  Thus,  rather  than prescribing  what  is  just  or  fair
behavior,  the  social  psychological  approach  focuses  on  describing  what  individuals
believe to be just and the factors that influence their justice judgments (Colquitt et al.,
2005).
3 Historically, social psychologists were first interested in what has come to be known as
distributive justice—the fairness of distributions or allocations of rewards (e.g., Steiner &
Rolland, 2006). In general, research on distributive justice has shown that the principle of
equity (Adams, 1965) is preferred, both by decision-makers and the persons affected by
these  decisions.  Basically,  equity  implies  that  rewards  should  be  proportional  to
contributions  or  effort  (i.e.,  merit);  and  that  this  proportionality  is  evaluated  by
comparing one’s own ratio to that constructed for a comparison other. To consider a
situation as fair, the ratios must be equivalent. In some situations, other distributive rules
are viewed to be more appropriate to apply than equity (cf. Steiner, Trahan, Haptonstahl,
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&  Fointiat,  2006).  Hence,  when  group  harmony  is  important,  distributing  resources
equally irrespective of members’ individual contributions is viewed as fair. And in yet
other situations, consideration of special needs is considered fair. Although few studies
have compared all three distributive rules, Steiner et al. (2006) showed that people are
likely to use several rules together, while emphasizing a particular rule.
4 It  became  apparent  during  the  1970’s  that  the  procedures  used  to  determine  the
distributions  influenced  justice  perceptions  beyond  the  application  of  one  of  the
distributive rules. Hence, beginning with the work of Thibaut and Walker (1975), a line of
research was initiated on what is now known as procedural justice—or the perceived
fairness  of  the  procedures  used  to  make  decisions.  Thibaut  and  Walker’s  work  was
concerned with “voice” or allowing people to participate in decisions that concern them.
Voice was considered to give individuals a sense of control over decisions, and two types
of voice were initially studied. Decisional control is voice that gives people the possibility
of actually participating in making a particular decision. Process control, on the other
hand, is voice that allows people to have a say in the way the decision will be made, but
not in the actual decision. Studies in various domains have shown that people do find
procedures more fair when they have had voice. In addition, these studies showed that
they found the decisions themselves more fair, irrespective of their valence, when they
had voice.  This important impact of  procedural  fairness on outcome fairness became
known as the fair process effect, and has been studied rather completely by van den Bos
(2005).  Beyond voice,  other  rules  of  procedural  fairness  were proposed by Leventhal
(1976).  His  six  rules,  consistency  of  application  of  procedures,  bias  suppression  in
procedures,  accuracy  of  information  used,  correctability  in  case  of  an  error,
representativeness of the decision criteria used, and ethicality of procedures, have been
studied to various degrees and consistently indicate that procedures which respect these
rules are perceived to be fair (cf. Colquitt et al., 2005, Steiner & Rolland, 2006).
5 Approximately 10 years after Leventhal proposed his rules of procedural justice, Bies and
Moag  (1986)  emphasized  the  role  of  the  interpersonal  interactions  taking  place  in
exchanges between decision-makers and recipients of these decisions. Some debate still
exists in the literature as to whether the interpersonal  aspects of  justice are part of
procedural justice or form a distinct dimension of justice. However, several studies have
shown that the two aspects of interactional justice, social sensitivity (treating people with
dignity  and respect)  and informational  justice  (providing explanations for  decisions),
each can be identified separately from distributive and procedural justice and each shows
specific relations to distinct dependent variables (e.g., Colquitt, 2001; Jouglard & Steiner,
2005).
6 A great deal of research has now been conducted taking into consideration these different
aspects  of  organizational  justice,  and the  conclusions  are  clear:  decisions  made with
respect for organizational justice are unequivocally associated with positive outcomes
both for the individuals who are affected by the decisions and for the authorities and the
organizations responsible for the decisions (Cohen-Charash & Spector,  2001;  Colquitt,
Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Yee, 2001).
7 Given  its  preoccupation  with  what  is  perceived  to  be  fair,  the  framework  of
organizational justice should be readily applicable to combating discrimination. Notably,
at least three of Leventhal’s (1976) procedural justice rules appear to address issues of
discrimination directly: consistency of application, bias suppression, and ethicality. Yet
few direct applications have appeared to date. Stone-Romero and Stone (2005) recently
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presented  a  model  that  examines  discrimination  both  from  the  standpoint  of  the
decision-maker  who  discriminates  and  from  the  standpoint  of  the  victims  of
discrimination. First, consider decision-makers. For them, the model blends findings from
work on social identity theory (e.g., Tajfel, 1981, 1982) with organizational justice theory
to  explain  discriminatory  decisions.  Essentially,  according  to  the  model,  individuals
identify with groups to which they belong. Members of one’s own group are considered
the in-group; people not in the group are the out-group. Thus, discrimination is the result
of categorizing individuals according to group membership (e.g., based on their sex or
race) and then being influenced by stereotypes the decision-maker has about the group,
particularly  for  out-group  members.  The  decision-maker  therefore  makes  judgments
about an individual based on group stereotypes. These stereotypes influence expectations
regarding the individual’s behavior and causal attributions for the behaviors observed.
When  decision-makers  have  unfavorable  stereotypes  about  the  group  to  which  a
particular  individual  belongs,  they  are  likely  to  expect  poor  performance  for the
individual and make unfavorable attributions for behaviors observed, attributing positive
behaviors  to  external  causes,  and  negative  behaviors  to  internal  ones  (Hewstone  &
Jaspars, 1982). Given that this process results in less favorable evaluations of out-group
members, and particularly in more favorable evaluations of in-group members (Brewer,
1999), when making equitable decisions from a distributive justice standpoint, decision-
makers  then  believe  that  in-group  members  are  more  deserving  than  out-group
members. Stone-Romero and Stone also assert that decision-makers may put in place
procedures that favor the in-group to the detriment of  the out-group,  thus violating
procedural justice. Finally, regarding interpersonal justice, in-group members are likely
to  benefit  from  better  interpersonal  treatment  than  out-group  members  because  of
greater affinities among in-group members and the perception that out-group members
are less deserving of fair treatment because of the lesser value accorded them by the
decision-makers.
8 Considering the victims’ point of view, it is likely that they perceive these diverse forms
of treatment by decision-makers as very unfair, but it is also possible that they come to
believe that they are not deserving of better treatment. Thus, they may devalue their own
contributions to the situation, or even devalue fair treatment in general (Stone-Romero &
Stone, 2005).
9 Other research is supportive of the value of studying discrimination using organizational
justice concepts.  For example,  a survey on discrimination in Europe (Marsh & Sahin-
Dikmen, 2003) found that Europeans believed that handicapped individuals, persons over
50 years old, and members of ethnic minorities would likely face discrimination. More
importantly, survey respondents believed that it was very unfair (approximately 82 on a
scale  where 100 represented always unfair)  to  discriminate in employment based on
origin, religion, handicap, age, or sexual orientation. They also believed that other people
think these discriminations are frequently unfair, but to a lesser degree than their own
evaluation of unfairness (approximately 70 on the 100 point scale). 
10 Another related body of research is that which studied the perceived fairness of selection
procedures by job applicants (see Hausknecht, Day, & Thomas, 2004, and Truxillo, Steiner,
& Gilliland, 2004 for reviews). This research uses organizational justice for its theoretical
foundation, and frequently addresses reactions of different groups that are potentially
the targets of discrimination. This research shows that applicant perceptions during the
selection  process  are  associated  with  important  individual  and  organizational
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consequences,  such  as  selection  procedure  performance  (e.g.,  Chan,  1997;  Chan  &
Schmitt, 1997), test-taking motivation (e.g., Chan, Schmitt, DeShon, Clause & Delbridge,
1997),  self-efficacy  (e.g.,  Bauer,  Truxillo,  Sanchez,  Craig,  Ferrara,  &  Campion,  2001;
Gilliland,  1994),  organizational  attractiveness  (e.g.,  Bauer,  Maertz,  Dolen,  & Campion,
1998; Ployhart, Ryan, & Bennet, 1999), and job offer acceptance intentions (e.g., Macan,
Avedon,  Paese,  &  Smith,  1994;  Truxillo,  Bauer,  Campion,  &  Paronto,  2002).  General
conclusions from these studies are that when people believe the selection methods and
procedures  are  unfair,  they  are  less  motivated  to  perform  well  during  selection
evaluation  and  have  reduced  self-esteem.  In  addition,  perceptions  of  unfairness  are
associated with lower performance on selection measures,  and may therefore reduce
selection test validity. Finally, with regard to the current discussion, people who perceive
the  selection  procedures  to  be  unfair  are  more  likely  to  file  legal  complaints  for
discrimination.
11 The research by Chan and his colleagues (e.g., Chan, 1997; Chan & Schmitt, 1997; Chan et
al., 1997) in the United States is particularly relevant for understanding the links between
organizational justice concepts and discrimination. Their studies focused on Black and
White individuals and found support for the hypothesis that Black study participants
believed selection tests to be less fair than White participants, and that this lowered their
motivation to succeed on these tests, which in turn was partly responsible for their lower
test scores. As a consequence, lower test performance for the minority group is in part
explained by attitudes during the selection process. Indeed, according to Smither, Reilly,
Millsap, Pearlman, and Stoffey’s (1993) review, racial group differences in test reactions
could have important organizationally and socio-politically relevant consequences when
tests are used to select applicants. For example, less favorable test reactions can influence
applicants’ pursuit and acceptance of job offers. Further, to the extent that test reactions
can influence test performance, and therefore who is hired, they can indirectly lead to
increased adverse impact and to an underrepresentation of minority group members in
the organization and decreased diversity of the work force.
12 We have been involved in research extending Chan et al.’s work to the French context
(Bertolino,  2004).  Indeed,  in  France,  research  concerning  minority  and  majority
populations in the work context is quite sparse, even if it is known that at least one ethnic
minority group (individuals of North African origin) has greater difficulty in integrating
the job market (see Fauroux, 2005). Therefore, studying this group’s test performance and
attitudes towards employment testing may reveal important causes and consequences of
this  adverse  impact.  The  limited  French  research  that  does  exist  has  found  that
stereotype threat is one mechanism that operates for this minority group (e.g., Croizet,
Désert,  Dutrévis,  & Leyens,  2003;  Dambrun & Guimond, 2001) in a similar way as for
Blacks in the United States  (e.g.,  Steele & Aronson,  1995).  But  this  question remains
otherwise largely unexplored, and the applicability of the American research to minority
and discrimination issues in France needs to be examined. In our studies,  persons of
North African origin are compared to those of French origin.
13 In one of our studies, 120 (64 French and 56 North African origin) university students
participated and took tests typically used in employment settings. They were asked to
imagine  they  were  candidates  for  a  job  in  the  telecommunications  sector.  The
experimental session began with a written description of the cognitive ability (Wonderlic
Personnel  Test,  Wonderlic,  1999)  and personality  tests  (Global  Personality  Intentory,
Schmit, Kihm, & Robie, 2000), illustrated with representative example items. Participants
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then completed several pre-test measures for each test,  including justice perceptions,
test-taking motivation, and self-efficacy. Then, they completed the cognitive ability test
before  responding  to  questions  concerning  performance  perceptions.  Next,  the
experimenter  provided  them  with  one  of  three  types  of  bogus  feedback,  indicating
success,  failure,  or  no performance information.  Following the feedback,  participants
completed post-test measures of justice perceptions. The same process was used for the
personality test. In general, we found that members of the North African minority group
perceived the selection methods to be less fair than those of the majority group, and that
they also were less optimistic about the possibility of getting a job. Further, we found that
the persons of North African origin in comparison to the French majority group members
had less favorable fairness perceptions of cognitive ability tests, and to a lesser extent,
personality tests, before taking them. In addition, these tests were viewed as less fair by
both groups after taking them. Results also indicated that the relationship between group
membership and test performance is mediated by justice perceptions, providing evidence
that some portion of the minority-majority group difference in test performance may be
explained through differences in justice perceptions. Moreover, test self-efficacy is shown
to have the same mediating role as justice perceptions. One of the important implications
of these results is that the potential value of selection tests is not clear to participants.
Such findings illustrate partially the justice dilemma described by Cropanzano (1994):
These tests have demonstrated predictive validity (cf. Schmidt & Hunter, 1998), but are
not perceived as being particularly fair.
14 In other research, we tested two potential ways for increasing justice perceptions during
personnel  selection.  We informed participants  of  the  relevance of  the tests  used,  by
explaining that the tests allow them to show that they have the abilities necessary for the
job. This type of information is conceptually related to the “voice” concept in procedural
justice.  In  the  selection  context,  being  able  to  show  what  one  can  do,  having  the
“opportunity to perform,” is a way of participating in the process, having some control
over the decision (Gilliland, 1993). The sample for this study was composed of 58 male job
seekers (29 of French origin and 29 of North-African origin) enrolled in a job-training
center. We provided a written description of a mechanical reasoning test (Differential
Aptitude Tests, ECPA, 1974), illustrated with example items. Participants then completed
several  pre-test  measures,  including  justice  perceptions  of  the  test,  test-taking
motivation,  and self-efficacy.  Depending on the experimental  condition (presence vs.
absence of information) the experimenter provided written information or not about how
taking the test provided the opportunity to perform. Results showed that when people
are provided with this information, they have more favorable perceptions of the tests
after taking them; without the information, their post-test perceptions are less favorable.
15 Some of our results indicated that minority group members could had more positive
attitudes toward methods that made their group membership less obvious. To test this
possibility more directly,  we tested the influence of procedures that made the group
identity more or less anonymous.  The sample consisted of 63 job seekers enrolled at
various agencies of the national employment office. The job applicants (of North African
origin or  members  of  the French majority  group)  were placed in a  simulated hiring
situation, and their identity was either made salient or not, particularly with regard to
their ethnic origin. The participants then responded to a simulated selection interview
and took a cognitive ability test. Results showed that applicants from both ethnic groups
tended to find the selection procedures more fair when their group identity was not
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salient. Our findings therefore are consistent with the widely-discussed idea in France of
making CV’s anonymous. From the applicants’, we would predict favorable reactions to
this practice.
16 The  theoretical  links  between  organizational  justice  concepts  and  the  battle  against
discrimination are clear. Research has begun to show the relevance of justice concepts for
understanding decision-makers’ actions leading to discrimination and victims’ reactions
when faced with discrimination. Our studies show that the concepts used and results
found in research conducted in North American contexts can be usefully applied to the
French context. More specifically, our studies show that providing relevant information
to applicants  and keeping procedures anonymous means that  justice  perceptions are
more  likely  to  be  positive  and  have  a  positive  influence  on  several  individual  and
organizational outcomes. On a practical level, these studies could be useful in order to
improve test performance during selection procedures.  Thus,  better test performance
could enhance the possibility that members of minority populations succeed in greater
numbers in integrating the job market.
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RÉSUMÉS
Après une revue de questions sur les concepts de la justice organisationnelle, nous présentons le
modèle de Stone-Romero et Stone (2005) qui fait le lien entre ces concepts et la discrimination.
Ensuite,  nous  passons  en  revue  les  travaux  montrant  la  pertinence  des  concepts  de  justice
organisationnelle  pour  une  compréhension des  réactions  des  candidats  face  au  processus  de
sélection en mettant l’accent sur les  recherches qui  comparent les  réactions de membres de
groupes minoritaires et majoritaires. Nous détaillons des études réalisées aux Etats-Unis aussi
bien  que  des  études  que  nous  avons  menées  afin  de  comparer  des  personnes  d’origine
maghrébine à celles du groupe majoritaire français. Nos résultats montrent que les personnes
d’origine  maghrébine  ont  généralement  de  plus  mauvaises  perceptions  de  la  justice  des
procédures  de  sélection,  que  les  deux  groupes  ont  de  meilleures  perceptions  quand  les
procédures  leur  sont  expliquées,  et  que  les  deux  groupes  préfèrent  des  procédures  où  leur
origine ethnique n’est pas saillante.
After reviewing the concepts of  organizational  justice,  we present Stone-Romero and Stone’s
(2005) model linking these concepts to discrimination.  We then review research showing the
relevance of  organizational  justice  concepts  to  understanding applicant  reactions  during the
hiring process,  and focus on research comparing minority and majority group reactions.  We
describe  studies  conducted  in  the  United  States  as  well  as  studies  we  conducted  comparing
individuals of North African origin to those of the French majority group. Our results indicate
that the North African group generally has more negative perceptions of the fairness of selection
procedures,  that  both  groups  have  better  perceptions  when  the  selection  procedures  are
explained to them, and that both groups prefer selection procedures where their ethnic origin is
not salient.
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